Michigan Reading Journal
Volume 35

Issue 1

Article 10

October 2002

Voices in Michigan Literacy: Michigan Teachers Interview the
2002 Newberry Award Winner
Linda M. Pavonetti

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/mrj

Recommended Citation
Pavonetti, Linda M. (2002) "Voices in Michigan Literacy: Michigan Teachers Interview the 2002 Newberry
Award Winner," Michigan Reading Journal: Vol. 35 : Iss. 1 , Article 10.
Available at: https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/mrj/vol35/iss1/10

From The Teachers & Writers Guide to Classic American Literature, edited by Christopher Edgar and Gary Lenhart,
2001, New York, NY: Teachers & Writers Collaborative. Copyright 2001 by Teachers & Writers Collaborative.
Reprinted with permission.
This work is brought to you for free and open access by ScholarWorks@GVSU. It has been accepted for inclusion in
Michigan Reading Journal by an authorized editor of ScholarWorks@GVSU. For more information, please contact
scholarworks@gvsu.edu.

Voices in Michigan Literacy
Michigan Teachers Interview
the 2002 Newbery Award Winner
By Linda M. Pavonetti
Oakland University, Rochester, Michigan

L

inda Sue Park, winner of the 2002 Newbery Award for her
novel A Single Shard (Park, 2001 ), the story of Tree Ear, a
12th century Korean boy's journey of self discovery, spoke
with Oakland University graduate students during the summer of
2002. The following discussion occurred at that time.

Question: Will you tell us about your background? Were you
raised speaking Korean?
Park: I was born in this country of Korean immigrant parents
who came to the United States in the 1950s to go to college. They
both went to school in the South, my father to Vanderbilt in Tennessee and my mother to Limestone in South Carolina, so when I was
born a few years later, they named me as they thought all Americans named their children-Linda Sue. So the actual pronunciation
ofmy name is (with a heavy southern drawl)-LindaSoooooooo.

Linda Sue Park

My family had raised us with certain Korean customs and traditions. We ate Korean food. We celebrated
some Korean holidays. But very crucially, they did not teach us to speak Korean. My father was of the
mentality that you assimilated as much as possible and the best way to do that was to make sure your children were fluent in English. Today, I can speak a tiny bit of Korean, the three phrases essential for survival
in another language: You want to be friendly-anyanghaseyo (hello); You want to be polite-komopsunida
(thank you); and you want to be prepared-pyunsul odisoyo (Where is the bathroom?) Not having the language created a huge gap because language is, of course, more than just vocabulary and words. It's actually
a way of thinking.
My parents have a photograph of my brother and me, dressed in traditional Korean clothing for his one-year
celebration. This is a wonderful Korean tradition observed on a baby's first birthday. The family brings
the baby to a table that has several objects on it and the baby is allowed to grab for two or three things.
Whatever the baby chooses supposedly predicts its future. There is a pen, a book, a bowl of rice, a little pile
of money, a spool of thread, and a plate of cakes. If the baby takes the pen, it will be a writer; the book, a
teacher or a scholar; the bowl of rice, the child will never be hungry; the money, the child will be rich; the
spool of thread, the child will live a long life. The only bad thing on the table is the plate of cakes. If the
baby grabs for the plate of cakes, it will grow up to be greedy and lazy. So most Korean parents will put that
plate of cakes on the other side of the table.
What did I pick? My mother says that I picked the pen and my brother grabbed the money. He is now a
plastic surgeon. It's her story and she's sticking by it.
Question:

How did you learn about Korea if your parents did not teach you?

Park: Because we lived in Europe when my children were born, and because my husband is from Dublin,
we visited his Irish family often. My son and daughter knew a lot about their Irish heritage. I also knew that
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eventually we would move back to the States and that Sean and Anna would have few problems absorbing
American culture. But I realized there was very little I could tell them about the Korean side of the family.
I began to read about Korea, what I could find, so that I would be able to explain our heritage to my children. As I started to read, what I learned was so interesting that I started to write it down. As I kept writing I
thought, "I wonder if other people would like to learn about some of these things?"
Question: You mentioned that when your family came over that they were eager to assimilate into the
American culture. Has your research and writing affected your parents' attitudes about assimilation? And
have they shared any more of their traditions and cultures with your children now?
Park: My father likes to joke that the way to get your kids interested in Korea is not to tell them anything
about it at all.

When I began researching When My Name Was Keoko (2002a) , I would call my parents from time to time
and say, "You know what I just found out? I just found out that the Japanese tried to rename the entire
population of Korea?" And my mom said, "My name was Keoko Kaneyama." You know, she hadn't thought
about it in 50 years. She had never breathed a word of it. That is why the
book is called, When My Name was Keoko. For the first time, as a result
of my asking these questions, my parents started sharing some of their
experiences with us. They had fascinating stories. When I asked why they
had never shared any of the stories before, she said, "You know, it was
World War II, then the Korean War. It was a terrible time. Korea was not
the place you wanted to be. When we got out, we wanted to forget about
it. All we remembered was war and terrible times. It was just something
we wanted to get past."
I felt even more inspired after that. And it was a great family thing to do.
My father would say one thing and my mother would say, no, no, no. That
is not how it was at all. My children's favorite story is what they call "The
dead body story." My mother claims to have gotten through World War II
and the Korean War without ever seeing a dead body in the streets. And
my father is like "Where were you? We were tripping over them! There
were dead bodies everywhere." My mother was evacuated and spent most
of the war years away from the fighting. So they have arguments-which
is great because once again, it shows that there was no universal experience. There are many episodes that come from my parents' lives, but neither of their families were resistance
families, so that part is entirely fictional. Those are based on memoirs of other people.
My children are not particularly interested in their Korean heritage right now. They're interested in their
high school peers. But I think it's been a really exciting thing for my family overall. My brothers and sisters
tell me too, "We didn't know this stuff about our family, the things in Keoko especially." We learned so
much about each other because of it.
Question:
Park:

Were you always a writer?

I believe that I am a writer because I was a reader, and I really was a reader.

As a young person, I wrote some stories but mostly, I wrote poems: all the way through elementary school;
really terrible, very earnest poems in high school; and finally, fiction in college. I graduated with an English
major, then had a series of what I call "English major" jobs. I worked in public relations for a large oil
company. I worked in advertising. I was a journalist. I had several different jobs, all of them somehow
writing-related. I worked as a copywriter for an ad agency that specializes in the film industry-"The Patsy
Cline Story starring Jessica Lange. Her music will warm your heart. Her story will break it." That was one
of mine. The job I liked best was writing restaurant reviews and food articles. At that time, I thought perhaps
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I had found my niche, but there was a major problem: I hated recipe writing. I loved food-exploring what
people ate and how they ate it-but I wasn't good at the 1/2-teaspoon stuff. My editor would send me back a
note saying, "Wonderful article, but where is the recipe?"
Question:

What led you to write a book?

Park: The actual impetus to write my first book came from my husband. At that time, I was teaching
English as a second language at the university level to graduate students. It was a very good job to combine
with having young children at home. However my husband's words, "You keep talking about writing a book
and I'm really tired of listening. I wish you would just do it!" were an important impetus for me.

I realized there are a lot of people who talk about writing books-maybe all their lives-and never actually
start or finish one. I did not want to be one of those people. If I never got a book published, that was one
thing. But to never get around to writing a book-that was something I had control over. So that summer,
1997, was the first year that I took that time off, with my husband's support, and I wrote what eventually
became Seesaw Girl (1999).
Question:

Was it easy to get your first book published?

Park: I submitted Seesaw Girl to six publishers. I had made a list of 20 publishers and put them in groups
of five and six, starting with my dream team-the publishers I most wanted. My husband told me, "If you
are really going to try this, you must stick to it for 5 years
and then you can think about it again. I don't want you
giving up after one rejection." Five years.

In that first group of six publishers, all six of them
requested the full manuscript. All six! I thought: "Boy, this
is easy. They all want it." The first three letters to come
back were rejections after the publishers read the full
manuscript. They were very nice rejections, but they were
still rejections. The fourth to respond was Clarion Books,
Dinah Stevenson, who called to say she wanted to publish
it. So my very first book took about 2 months from submission to acceptance. I did not have to wait the 5 years and no
one was more surprised than I was.
Question: Information on the copyright page of The Kite
Fighters ( 2000) says that the decorations are by Bung Won
Park. Is this someone related to you?
Park: The Kite Fighters (2000) has what they call
chapter heading decorations, small drawings at the top
BY LINDA SUE PARK
~ IUUSTRATEO BY JEAN ANO MOU-SIEN TSENG
of each chapter. A Korean kite and a Korean reel do not
like an American kite and an American reel, or a Chinese kite and a Chinese reel, so I was asked to provide
references so the details would be correct. My father is an amateur artist, and
I asked him to do some reference drawings for me. One of the ones he sent
was a picture of a Korean reel. Dinah liked his drawings so much that she asked
if he would do all of the chapter heading decorations. So my father got to be part
of this book, which was very exciting for both of us.
Question:

What is your writing process?

cha.pte,r four

Park: In general, I finish a project completely before anyone else sees
it. I never sit down thinking, "I am writing a book." I would find that a very
intimidating idea. I read in one of Katherine Paterson's books that she sits down and tries to write two
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pages a day. Two pages a day. I was starting Seesaw Girl at that time and I thought, "Wow, I could do
that. Two pages."
I try to sit down each day and write two pages. The next day, I usually begin by looking over the two pages
that I wrote the day before. Sometimes I throw out 17/ 8 pages. Some days, I write 12/ 3 pages and I cannot
write another word- a terrible writing day, nothing is coming. Other days, I sit down and start to type; when
I look up, I have 17 pages. When I sit down in the morning, I never know what kind of day it's going to be.
But I sit down every day and say, "I'm going to write two pages." Ifl keep doing that, day after day after
day, eventually I end up with a book. Wonderful things happen.
Once the manuscript is finished, it goes to my critique partner, Marsha Hayles, who for many years was a
middle school English teacher. She's very enthusiastic. She will call me on the phone and spend a couple of
hours telling me what she likes and what she doesn't like and what she thinks I should change. She's probably right most of the time, and I probably take her suggestions about half the time. When she wanted me
to change the ending of A Single Shard (2001), I was very cross with her. "This is my ending. It's the most
dramatic part of the book. What do you mean, it doesn't work?" I rewrote it her way, just to prove that she
was wrong. I finished it and I thought: "Gosh, dang it. She was right."
That is something I often do when I get a suggestion that I don't like, whether it's from my critique partner
or from my editor. I will try it out, but just to prove them wrong. This is really about the process of thinking
through a rough spot; sometimes I end up with something that's better than my original idea or theirs- a
third way. That feedback is a very important part of the process for me.
Question:

Did you have to do much editing for A Single Shard?

Park: I was very, very nervous about the way A Single Shard was accepted because for the first two
books, Seesaw Girl and The Kite Fighters, Dinah Stevenson had said, "There are some problems. It's going
to be a great book but you need to work on this." The process for accepting A Single Shard was very different. I mailed A Single Shard on Thursday. She called me on
Monday morning to say that it had arrived in her office and that
LIND A
5 U E
PARK
she would get to it as soon as possible. You may have learned
from other writers that the publishing world works on a geologic
calendar- very slow. I assumed it would probably be a month
at least- which is quick for publishing. She called me the next
morning, and she was still crying. She accepted it in less than 24
hours. She also said it would be going straight to copy edit. What
that means is there would be no editorial letter asking me for
changes to the book. She said, "No changes are required."

That made me very nervous. I must have called her 10 times that
week, because I couldn't believe it. I felt she had missed something. Then I got smug. "Oh, I have this down. I know how to do
this now. No changes, full advance, wow, I am hot stuff."
My next book, When My Name Was Keoko, went through
37 complete revisions. I had at least 12 editorial letters, long
ones-five, seven pages. This book was a very different experience: much more difficult, many revisions.
I like to show the editorial letter for The Kite Fighters when I
speak at schools. I tell the students that what the editor says on
the phone is: "We love your book, we love your book, we love
your book, we want to publish it. Now you have to change everything." And you say: "What? You just told me you loved the book and I have to change everything?" The
editorial letter tells you what you need to change. The editorial letter for The Kite Fighters is almost three
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pages, single-spaced, and the second to the last paragraph says, "That's enough for now." This is probably
an average editorial letter. Karen Cushman told me one of her editorial letters was 20 pages long.
Editorial letters cover what I call "global changes," large changes to the story. We're not talking about words
or commas here yet. That comes during copy-editing. We're talking about characters that need to be taken
out. Characters that need to be added. Scenes that don't work. Whole chapters that need to be moved. The
manuscript for A Single Shard is about 175 pages and there are two or three or four post-its on every single
page.
Question: Can you give us an example of your editor's global
suggestion?
Park: In the editorial letter for Seesaw Girl, Dinah asked me, "Is
the traditional Korean wedding interesting? Would that be something young readers would like to learn about? Could we expand
that reference to the wedding into a full chapter?" I did some
research and found out about Korean weddings, and it became a
full chapter in the book. For a beginning novelist, an editor really
helps to shape the book. My editor says very firmly, it's not her
book, it's my book. She leaves the final decisions to me. For the
most part, especially in children's publishing, the editor's influence is virtually invisible. Most readers don't realize the impact
that a good editor has on a book.
Question:
books?

Have your readers given you any feedback about your

Park: Probably the most interesting comment I've had from
readers is about Seesaw Girl. Some readers have said that no
Korean girl in that period would have done that sort of thing.
First of all, I wonder how they would know ... I think there had
to be girls who felt like they wanted to get out and see what the
world was like. If everyone were perfectly happy, believing that "This is a great way to live," and "We'll
stay behind these closed walls," why would anything ever have changed? I think there were girls who felt
trapped. On the other hand, I've had readers say "I can't believe you left her shut up in there. I can't believe
she didn't get out at the end. How could you do that to her?" It's been interesting to see how different people
respond.
Question: Have you ever had regrets about changes that you've made-or haven't made-in a book that
you've published?
Park: Millions of times. I can't remember what writer said, "A book is never finished, it is just abandoned." I could keep working on a book forever and it's really the editor who says, "Okay, this is it."

I see things in all of my books. I don't have huge, gigantic regrets. One thing is that I keep hoping to
improve as a writer. I want each book to be better than the one before. It's not like I've figured everything
out, even though I thought I had at one point. And I want to keep improving my skills so that I can look back
at the ones before and think, "Now that I'm better at writing, I would do that a little bit differently." I think
there are always things like that.
Yet, without that book, I wouldn't be where I am now. Let's see ifl can think of a specific. In The Kite
Fighters, kite fighting is a sport where you try to knock or cut the other kite out of the sky. In the big
kite fighting competition, the brothers have invented a technique that gives them an unfair advantage.
They coat the string with crushed glass or pottery that gives their string a much sharper edge. They are
able, therefore, to cut the lines of their opponents more easily. The judges decide that the line may be
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used in the competition because there is no rule against it-simply because this idea was an innovation.
I still think that is acceptable, but I've had a number of people say that's just so unfair. The judges
should have said that they couldn't use it. Later in the story, the coating rubs off and the there is no
coating left. He's left fighting on his own without that special advantage. I planned for that to happen.
So which is better?
Many of you know Susan Cooper, the author of The Dark is Rising (1973) fantasy series and a lot of other
wonderful books. Her first book was called Over sea, under stone (1965). I read that she once said, "It sets
my teeth on edge when people say to me, 'that's my favorite book of yours' because," she says, "that was
my first book. I have gotten better since then. How can that be your favorite of my books?" I was really
embarrassed on reading that because that is my favorite of her books. I do have people who say to me, "I
think it's great that A Single Shard received the Newbery and I like Keoko, but my favorite book is Seesaw
Girl." I don't feel quite the way Susan Cooper does. I believe that readers are responding to something I felt
when I was writing the book.
Question:

How do you go about emotionally inserting yourself in the mindset of a 12th century Korean

orphan?
One of the reasons I love historical fiction, both to write it and to read it, is that it gives us a tremendous opportunity to explore what it means to be human. When I'm writing historical fiction, I choose
to show how different life was back then through the setting and some of the plot details. But the character
development shows how similar people still are. Certainly there were values and mores from the earlier
times that are unfamiliar to us. But it's difficult for me to believe that emotions like love, ambition, passion,
and love for beauty were absent.
Park:

I think the character development concentrates on what we have in common while the setting shows what
was different.
Staying true to the emotions while allowing the setting to show the differences. None of my books is autobiographical, and yet I have felt the way my characters do--I have had the same emotions. I have felt like
Tree Ear (A Single Shard) with his intense interest in making a pot. When I was little, I had a bird book and
I wanted to learn the names of all birds. I kept at it like Tree Ear did. I remember that kind of feeling when
I see my nephew draw a train-785 times. Already, there are 500 train drawings on the refrigerator. He
doesn't need one more train, and yet it's that process of having to do it again and again to get it just right. To
see it in myself, to see it in my little nephew, makes me feel like it is a universal thing that must have been
alive in us 800 years ago.
Your article in January's Booklist (Park, 2002b) mentions some of the books that you loved to
read as a child, the "Little House" books (Laura Ingalls Wilder, 1932-) and The Moffats (Estes, 1941). You
said that books were one of the most important elements in your life but the message they contained was
that your ethnic existence was insignificant. Is children's literature where you want it to be or do you think
there is still a long way to go as far as representing a variety of cultures?
Question:

I think that we do still have a long way to go. And I also think that things have improved dramatically since I was a child. The Booklist article related that when I was growing up, there were almost no
books that featured Asian characters.
Park:

When Booklist asked me to write about the childhood books that had most influenced me as a writer, I
started making a list. I picked out the books that had been most important to me-that I kept reading again
and again. All three of my favorite books had Black protagonists. I hadn't even realized it until I picked
them out and started thinking about them.
In hindsight, it shouldn't have been a surprise. If there were no books about Asian minorities that
I could relate to, I had to find books about some minority to make me feel that I was represented
in some way. I must have thought, "I'm not white. I can't find a book about an Asian. But here's a
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book about somebody who's not white." Those ended up being the three most important books of my
childhood.
One of them was Roosevelt Grady by Louisa Shotwell. Another was J, Juan de Pareja (Trevino, 1965), the
1966 Newbery winner. The third book was What Then, Raman by Shirley L. Arora (1960). I think the first
true Asian-American children's novel was Laurence Yep's Dragonwings (1975). I missed that book-I did
not read that book as a child. I'm sure I would have loved it; I loved it as an adult.
In Booklist, I discuss not just the Asian-American writers, but the Korean-American writers who are
working in children's literature today. There are a half-dozen names, so things have improved a great deal.
However, I see that a great deal more improvement is needed. There is still what I call the "ghettoization" of
these books. Librarians who say, "Oh, you're an Asian child. Have this book." Asian children need to read
books about themselves, but other children also need to read books about Asians-that are written by Asian
authors. I think the next step, which is really out of my hands, is that the majority community needs to say,
"These are not just great Asian books or great Black books. These are great books, period, and everybody
should read them."
Question:

Have you ever thought about writing a book about your children's Irish side?

Park: Oh, yes. I'd love to write a book about Ireland some day. I spent a year there going to school and,
of course, I've visited many, many times. I have one-I can't even call it a half-baked-idea. It's like ... not
even in the oven yet. But Koreans are calJed the Irish of the Orient, the Irish of Asia. There's a lot of reasons
for this. Historically, Japan and China have been to Korea the way England has been to Ireland, in terms of
the history of domination and subjugation and so forth. Koreans like sad stories and sad songs, which the
Irish do, too. And Koreans like to drink. So those are some of the common characteristics. But I discovered
that there's a tiny, tiny pocket of Korea that has this totally bizarre tiny, tiny counterpart in Ireland. I would
like to do something with that.
Question:

What are you working on now?

Park: I have five picture books coming out for very young people. When I finish a novel, I'm kind of
fictioned out-I don't have the mental energy to begin another long project. But I do not want to stop
writing. Writing is so much a part of me that I have to sit down at the computer every day-I have to write
something. I do a lot of e-mail but I still want to be working on something else.

I found myself going back to poetry in between books-back to what I had written when I was young. I was
still writing, just not a novel. I thought that some the small pieces I was writing might be suitable for picture
books. I shared them with my editor and so I have four picture books coming out with Clarion and one with
Charlesbridge.
The first picture book that will be published, probably in fall 2003, is The Fire Keepers Son (Clarion). It is
based on an episode in Korean history that I discovered in my research for the novels. There was a signaling
system in old Korea to warn the king, who lived inland, of invasions from the sea. The fire keeper's son
is a young boy whose family is responsible for lighting the first fire on the mountaintop every night. The
Firekeeper s Son will be illustrated by Julie Downing.
I'm very excited about another Clarion book that's a hybrid: entirely American in content, but inspired by
Korean literature. The Japanese have haiku, a very short, three-line poem with a 5-7-5 syllabic structure;
the Koreans have sijo (see'-joe), which is their traditional verse form. Sijo is also syllabic. It is three lines,
but the lines average 15 syllables, so they are much longer than haiku. In fact in English, they look a little
peculiar on a page because they extend so far across the page. Some English writers will actually break a
sijo up into six lines so it looks more like a poem to the Western eye. The syllable count averages 14 to 16
syllables per line.
The structure of the sijo is really fun. The first line introduces the topic. The second line
develops or describes it further. The third line must twist it somehow: it must be something
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unexpected, something funny, something different. It's the third line that makes sijo so much fun
to write.
The book will contain about 30 sijo in two sections, "Inside" and "Outside," as I currently envision it.
"Inside" goes through a child's normal school day. "Outside" goes through the year, the four seasons. The
sijo always conforms to the traditional Korean form, but the subject matter in my book is just a child's
ordinary day. I'm very excited about that one.

Question:
Park:

Can you give us an example?

I have one sijo called "Breakfast," from the "Inside" section of the book.
"Breakfast"
More than any other meal, people like what they like, the same each day.
Toast and coffee, bagel and juice, com flakes and milk in a white bowl.
Or warm, soft, and delicious, a few extra minutes in bed.

I'm curious to see if, after this book comes out, teachers might work with sijo in their classrooms, especially
teachers who have taught haiku for 15 years and would like to try something different.
I have another one called "Summer Storm," from "Outside."
"Summer Storm"
Lightning jerks the sky awake to take its photograph. Flash!
Rumbles of complaint from thunder, or outright tantrums.
He hates having his picture taken so he always gets there late.
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Call for Manuscripts
Spring, 2004: Developing local, global, and affective knowledge about reading
(Manuscripts must be received by November 1, 2003. Electronic submissions are encouraged.)

l

n her discussion of balance in the reading program, Fitzgerald (1999) has talked about the

mportance of developing students' local knowledge about reading (e.g., phonological awareness;
word level knowledge, vocabulary knowledge), global knowledge about reading (understanding,
interpretation, response, metacognitive knowledge), and affective knowledge about reading (love of reading,
positive attitudes toward reading, motivation and desire to read). Please share with us the ways in which you
develop these kinds of knowledge about reading in your grade level.
•

Manuscripts should not exceed 2,500-3,000 words.

• Author's name, mailing address, telephone number, FAX number, e-mail address, and professional
affiliation should be on a separate cover page. The author's name should not appear in the manuscript.
•

Three members of the editorial review board will review all manuscripts.

•

Manuscripts must be received by November 1, 2003. Decisions will be reached within four months for
this issue.

•

If a manuscript is accepted for publication, its author must provide a computer disk copy of the
manuscript, preferably in MS Word.

•

Charts, graphs, drawings, and high quality photographs pertaining to article topics will be appreciated.
Photographs from a digital camera can be submitted digitally.

• Send either: a) an electronic email attachment; or b) six copies of the manuscript, a disk with your
submission, and two self-addressed stamped envelopes to:
Kathryn M. Brimmer, Editorial Assistant
Michigan Reading Journal
Oakland University, Department of Reading
Rochester, MI 48309-4494
email: kmbrimme@oakland.edu
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